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Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov--Orthodox
Theology in a New Key. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, and Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000. 443 pages.
In this study, Paul Valliere offers a stimulating treatment of three significant
figures who sought to articulate Orthodoxy in and for the modern world. The western
orientation of Tsar Peter the Great and his successors had not found echo in Russian
Orthodoxy, which did not particularly interact with Western European thought. The
Slavophiles attempted to set forth a distinctly Orthodox stance as over against alleged
western aberrations, but none of them had been trained theologians. The figures
treated in this volume focused extensively (although not exclusively) on theology;
indeed, two of them spent their professional lives as theologians.

These three

represented a subsequent movement which built upon some slavophile emphases, but
who manifested greater appreciation for some aspects of Western European thought.
In so doing, they ended up articulating a more nuanced Orthodox position in
interaction with that modern thought.
Valliere treats Archimandrite Feodor (Aleksandr Bukharev) as the first in this
line of thought. Although not directly influenced by Archimandrite Feodor, Vladimir
Soloviev followed up on enough of his emphases and concerns that the author treats
Soloviev as the middle figure in the sequence. Fr. Sergei Bulgakov, the most gifted
theologian of the trio, was himself directly influenced by Soloviev. As Valliere notes,
though, Bulgakov had no successors. With the huge transformation of the life of the
Russian intelligentsia because of the 1917 revolution, and with the subsequent coming
of the Neo-Patristic movement, this line of thought came to an end. In the postCommunist situation, as Orthodoxy necessarily interacts with thought in the rest of the
world, Valliere suggests that Bulgakov and his forebears may still exercise influence.
Valliere’s treatment of each of the figures is sympathetically critical. He offers
biographical information on each of them, enough to set the particular developments
of his thought in context. Then the author works through the main themes in each
figure’s thought, showing how they developed via careful reading and analysis of the
respective authors’ works. In so doing, Valliere indicates how the issues and concerns
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of Western European thought received attention and shaped the discourse, but he also
shows how each figure sought to articulate a faithfully Orthodox stance on the
questions at issue. One finds, in addition to the treatment of sophiology in Soloviev
and Bulgakov which one would expect to encounter, treatment also of apocalyptic
interests. As well, with Bulgakov, Valliere indicates the steps in his development
away from a youthful Marxism toward a theism that eventually embraced again the
Orthodoxy in which he had grown up--but an Orthodoxy which received a remarkably
contemporary voice with Fr. Sergei.
Throughout the work, the author is constantly engaged with the Neo-Patristic
school which has displaced Bulgakov and his predecessors as the leading theological
movement within Orthodoxy.

Valliere notes that this Neo-Patristic school is

unquestionably in the ascendancy; indeed, throughout the Orthodox world, NeoPatristic approaches and assumptions dominate. However, Valliere indicates that
Bukharev, Soloviev, and Bulgakov all were themselves rooted deeply in the patristic
tradition. Where they differed from Neo-Patristic orientations was, he affirms, in their
constant address to the complexities of contemporary questions; he argues that, for all
the accomplishments of the Neo-Patristic school in refocusing Orthodox attention on
the patristic heritage, that school has not yet been able to speak directly or effectively
to the complex issues of contemporary life.
When he opines that Orthodoxy will have to look elsewhere than to the
patristic tradition for resources for dealing with such issues, though, then in the
opinion of this reviewer, he has overreached himself. While the Greek Church fathers
could not have foreseen and explicitly addressed the particular contemporary issues
which demand attention, that does not imply that the resources to do so cannot be
found within the patristic heritage.

Given Byzantium’s turn to a “theology of

repetition” after the Triumph of Orthodoxy in 843, a considerable portion of that
patristic tradition was muted. Reclaiming that heritage in a fuller sense may well open
up riches within it which can, mutatis mutandis, speak effectively to the complexities
of contemporary society.
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Valliere suggests that--in the post-Communist situation, as Orthodoxy seeks to
speak to contemporary life and has the freedom to do so--the thought of Bukharev,
Soloviev, and Bulgakov still has something to offer. While he recognizes that their
works do not speak adequately to the current situation of Orthodoxy and modern
thought, nevertheless those works offer a stimulus to thought about how to relate
Orthodoxy to and present it in the present world. Indeed, contemporary scholarship
defends his claim: among some leading Orthodox thinkers in the present day, one
finds not only considerable interest in the patristic tradition, but also study of the
perspectives of the figures whom Valliere has so well treated in this volume.
Valliere’s book is a welcome addition to the literature on Russian theologizing.
It should be added to university and seminary libraries. As well, many scholars will
want to obtain it for their own collections.
James R. Payton, Jr.
Redeemer University College
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